PAGE  
2

[image: image1.jpg]Acadsmy for Torah ATI‘Q\lﬂ y unt a7y
o

Initatives and Directions T rna 0T

ATUDA Fellows 5765

Worship of the Heal
Rabbi Soloveitchik on the Place of Aesthetics
Within Religious Experience

A Teacher's Guide

Sara Henna Dahan

ATIDS Hallassi Sreet, Jerusalem, lsacl S2188 7017 8 s ™ TN,
Tl 02.567-1718 70 Fax 02.567-1723 079 » @t org +wowe 5 org





Sara Henna Dahan

Atuda

2004-2005

Worship of the Heart: A teacher’s guide to studying and teaching the Rav’s ideas on the place of aesthetics within religious experience.
Abstract: this project aims to provide teachers with a guide to studying and teaching some aspects of prayer, particularly, those discussed in the fourth chapter of Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik’s Worship of the Heart, entitled “Exaltation of God and Redeeming the Aesthetic.”  It is the author’s hope that through studying and teaching the material to students, they will come to understand how to integrate aesthetics into religious experience and recognize its importance in prayer.  In addition, through studying this material and engaging in active discussions and projects, students will become more active participants in the prayer experience, a phenomenon which would hopefully help improve Tefillah amongst High School students.   The basic outline of the work is as follows:

I.  Introduction

II. Rationale for teaching this material in a high school setting, including rationale behind and objectives for the exercises and projects presented.
III. Part Two: A breakdown and explanation of the ideas put forth in the chapter, including explanation and expansion, and when appropriate, the full text of sources that the Rav mentions or discusses.  Relevant questions, exercises and projects are included in italics at the appropriate points throughout the text.
A. “The Human Condition and Prayer.”


B. “Exaltation of God and Redeeming the Aesthetic.”  
IV. Conclusion
V.  Suggestions for further reading
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I. Introduction

This project aims to provide teachers with a guide to studying and teaching about some aspects of prayer, particularly, those discussed in the fourth chapter of Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik’s Worship of the Heart, entitled "Exaltation of God and Redeeming the Aesthetic."  In this chapter, the Rav analyzes the aesthetic experience and its place within religious experience, in contrast to the previously discussed cognitive and ethical realms.  The Rav’s central thesis in this chapter is as follows:  In the cognitive and ethical areas, due to the nature of cognitive and ethical experience, one is bound to ask questions which lead one to search for answers outside the realm of the intellectual or moral area within which he is working, because they aim at goals that transcend the experience itself—such as truth or usefulness.
 This phenomenon ensures these two areas a teleological framework which can only exist when an area of thought, study, or experience includes questions, answers, and goals which are beyond a person's immediate frame of reference, i.e., when the experience requires the person to leave his current world of knowledge and experience and search for something outside, above, beyond his current experiential mode.  
In contrast, the Rav claims that aesthetic experience is immediate, and at first glance, does not have the permanent, teleological characteristics that the cognitive and the ethical do.  Therefore, it would seem that aesthetic experience is purposeless and leads only to shame and sin, and has no place within a redeemed existence.  In "Exaltation of God and Redeeming the Aesthetic," the Rav seeks to redeem the aesthetic by connecting it with something beyond itself, so that it may, like the cognitive and the ethical, become teleological and thus be part of a redeemed human existence.  Redeeming the aesthetic involves finding its place within religion.  The aesthetic can be most naturally incorporated into religion in the area of the exaltedness of God, when one takes a step back and realizes that all the beauty in this world, in nature, in people, and so forth, finds its root in the Almighty, the creator and origin of all beauty.  The Rav continues to discuss two types of aesthetic experiences found within the Jewish liturgy—thanksgiving and praise.  He mentions several texts briefly in the course of his discussion and analyzes a couple of Psalms in depth.
These ideas, which form the content of the Rav's discussion of "Exaltation of God and Redeeming the Aesthetic," will serve as the basis of this teaching guide, which will include:

--Rationale for teaching this material in a high school setting, including rationale behind and objectives for the exercises and projects presented.
--A breakdown and explanation of the ideas put forth in the chapter, including, when appropriate, the full text of the sources that the Rav mentions or discusses.
--Relevant questions and exercises to help open up the material to a high school audience, including text study and experiential, hands-on projects.

 While it is beyond the scope of this project, it should be mentioned nevertheless that Worship of the Heart is a work in which many chapters flow into one another thematically, and throughout the study, the Rav analyzes many aspects of Tefillah in an honest, thought provoking manner which would seem to lead one naturally to want to evaluate his own Tefillah experience and utilize the ideas in this work to improve his relationship to Tefillah. Therefore, in order to gain a more comprehensive view of the Rav's view of Tefillah and, in addition, to benefit from his treatment of a large array of questions, issues and challenges regarding Tefillah that could help one both understand Tefillah better himself and educate towards a more meaningful Tefillah for others, one would have to read and perhaps create a similar guide for the entire work.  Nonetheless, it is my hope that this small scale guide will serve as a useful beginning and basis for further work on the subject. 

II. Rationale for teaching this material in a high school setting, including rationale behind and objectives for the exercises and projects presented.

Consider the following scene: a Yeshiva high school, somewhere in North America or Israel. Tefillat Shakharit, eight-twenty a.m.  Most students sit passively, perhaps in hushed conversation with friends, paying little or no attention to the Tefillah which is supposedly happening around them, waiting for the hour to be up so that they can be free to eat breakfast.  If there is a teacher present, he may stop the Shaliah Tsibbur and demand quiet before continuing Tefillah, or select certain students whom he sees conversing and reprimand them, during which Shakharit continues and the same students pick up their conversation behind their siddurim within several seconds.  This type of situation is common. The subject of challenges in attaining meaningful student Tefillah has been widely discussed and written about by educators and there have been an array of suggestions proposed as to how to better the situation.
  
I believe that one of the keys to improving this situation is implementing programs in High School curriculums in which students learn about and relate to Tefillah in a more active manner.  In regards to studying Rav Soloveitchik’s approach to Tefillah specifically, I would advocate for implementing text study and practical exercises into prayer and prayer education based on the philosophy of the Rav.  Possible projects include directed questions and discussions to help analyze different aspects of Tefillah, and each person's own experiences in Tefillah, and associative creative projects in which students can delve deeper into certain Tefillot through art and music.  I will enumerate the objective of such a plan, and throughout this paper the specific texts to be studied and appropriate projects will be presented.  In these objectives I've taken into account some of the suggestions in the booklet Educating Toward a Meaningful Tefillah.
First, introducing the ideas mentioned above into Tefillah experience provides students with an active, participatory role in discussing, learning about, and finding deeper meaning in Tefillah in a very personal way.  In addition, engaging in directed discussions and creative projects encourages the student by giving him/her a purpose in exploring certain aspects of Tefillah, and something tangible to master in the area of Tefillah.  The hope is that the student will then have certain ideas to focus on during Tefillah and prayer will be less vague and incomprehensible.  Also, relating to Tefillah through these active means will give the student a certain sense of control in Tefillah, so that s/he is no longer sitting submissive and passive during prayer.  
Furthermore, in studying the writings of the Rav on Tefillah, specifically from Worship of the Heart, students might feel comforted and encouraged to see that a figure as great as the Rav grappled with perhaps many of the same issues in prayer that they are troubled by themselves.
 Finally, I would strongly suggest that the teacher or guide participate as an active member of the relevant discussion or project as opposed to remaining on the side as a facilitator.  This course of action will allow for the student and teacher to possess a shared experience, so that during Tefillah, the students and teachers will hopefully feel more like equal participants as opposed to students and teachers feeling like teachers are there merely to discipline.
Regarding the specific text to be studied here, that is, Rav Soloveitchik’s discussion of redeeming the aesthetic, it seems likely that high school students would have a natural interest in the subject.  High school students are very involved in thinking about aesthetics, whether it is their own self image or fashion in general, and have reached an age where they are capable of appreciating the beauty of nature and art in a sophisticated manner.  Therefore, the realm of aesthetics is an appropriate place to begin the quest for greater student involvement in Tefillah through studying the writings of the Rav on the subject of prayer and aesthetics and engaging in related hands on projects.
III. A breakdown and explanation of the ideas put forth in the chapter, including, when appropriate, the full text of the sources that the Rav mentions or discusses (study guide).
A. “The Human Condition and Prayer.”  I will begin by providing some background to the Rav's discussion of the aesthetic.  The chapter “Exaltation of God and Redeeming the Aesthetic” cannot be understood without an in depth understanding of the Rav’s treatment of the cognitive, ethical, and aesthetic realms in the previous chapter, "The Human Condition and Prayer."  This section will therefore serve as a study guide for that chapter, where Rav Soloveitchik analyzes some elements of the human condition.  
The Rav begins by explaining that one category of human experience is that of distressing experiences, such as boredom, sin, and shame.  He posits that the curse of boredom, which can be understood as a result of the basic human need for constant change, originates in an age old controversy between two Pre-Socratic philosophers, Heraclitus and Parmenides, about the essence of being.  Heraclitus insisted that being requires continuous transition and cyclical movement, while Parmenides believed that "being" at its root is stable and unchanging.  In a word, Heraclitus advocated for constant change and Parmenides defended fixed permanence.
 Broadening Heraclitus' and Parmenides' views about the essence of being to reflect general attitudes towards how humans perceive and value life experience, the Rav claims that "the controversy was decided by human beings, emotionally and ontologically, in favor of Heraclitus" (WH 39).  This phenomenon accounts for the fact that human beings are invariably dissatisfied with their given situations in life (job, location, status, etc), feel trapped, and constantly seek escape and change.
The second category of human experience the Rav mentions is orientations to the world. Posed as a question, one could describe this category by asking, through what lens do I view and experience the world?  Possible orientations or lenses include the cognitive, the ethical, and the aesthetic.  The Rav posits that the relationship of the cognitive and the ethical on the one hand to the aesthetic on the other can be paralleled to the controversy between Heraclitus and Parmenides, this controversy having the modern day implications we have discussed above.  
The cognitive and ethical realms of experience have permanent goals, values, methods, and frames of reference.  For example, cognitive man seeks to arrive at eternal truth.  This quest requires strong perseverance and a commitment to scientific research which builds upon previously existing knowledge and is carried out within a categorical system that rarely undergoes any drastic change.  Similarly, the moral person believes in a stable, unchanging ethical law, which is binding at all times.  The ultimate goal of the ethical person is to be steadily involved in doing good.  Thus, in both of these categories, there is no essential need for change, and they both involve anchors or goals outside of the realm of cognitive or ethical experience itself.
In contrast, the aesthetic realm, at first glance, is just the opposite.  According to the Rav, the aesthetic reflects a Heraclitian mode of existence, that is, an existence in which one is always searching for change and therefore is never satisfied with the current situation.  The Rav defines the aesthetic as follows: "By the aesthetic, I understand the all inclusive human experience by virtue of which one apprehends oneself and the surrounding world as an immediate, constant contact with reality at the qualitative, sensible level" (WH 42).  I believe that the key words in this sentence are "apprehend," "immediate," "constant contact," and "sensible."  When describing the aesthetic, the Rav emphasizes that "beauty is apprehended, not comprehended." The Rav is indicating here that apprehension connotes a more direct experience, as opposed to the intellectual connotation of comprehension, which indicates some sort of brain processing that precedes an experience.  Similarly, "immediate" and "constant contact" imply tangible material experiences of instant gratification.  Finally, "sensible," like aesthesis, indicates sensuous perception.  Accordingly, the Rav writes, "in the aesthetic he expresses his craving for the hedonic, and in it he finds the fulfillment of his sensuality…Everything is tangible and approachable to man in aesthetic terms" (WH 42).  
In addition, the Rav claims that in contrast to the cognitive and ethical realms, aesthetic activity is non-teleological, i.e., does not have a purpose or goal outside of the aesthetic occupation itself.  Beauty is apprehended and experienced for the sake of beauty itself, and not for some higher goal such as absolute truth, utility, or moral or other perfection, as we saw in the case of the cognitive and the ethical, respectively.  Man engages in aesthetic activity such as writing, painting, acting, and the like not for the sake of a higher end but purely for his own enjoyment and profit.  Therefore, according to the Rav, at this point, the final end of all aesthetic activity is one's own self, so that aestheticism is somewhat of a narcissistic endeavor.  
Exercise: What is Judaism’s attitude towards the two extremes of narcissism on the one hand and asceticism on the other? Some claim that there is a connection between the Greek story of Narcissus and the rabbinic story of the Nazir.  The rabbinic story can be found in Sifre Bamidbar piska 22, and in Talmud Bavli 9b as well as in Talmud Yerushalmi 1:5.  One question to ask on the subject is, Does nezirut seem like a solution to narcissism or is it the cause of the problem of excessive self-love? A few articles on the subject are “On the Supposed Anti-Asceticism or Anti-Nazritizm of Simon the Just,” David Halivni Weiss, Jewish Quarterly Review (1968) pp.243-252, “The Guilt-Offering of the Defiled Nazrite,” Leo Landman, JQR (1969-70) pp. 345-352,
 and Moshe Sokol, "Attitudes Toward Pleasure in Jewish Thought: A Typological Proposal," in Reverence, Righteousness and Rahmanut, ed. JJ Schacter, Northvale, NJ: Aronson, 1992, 293-314.

The Rav spends several pages enumerating the unfortunate, reproachable characteristics of the aesthete and the aesthetic experience.  For example, the aesthete is essentially self centered and as such has no need for extraneous ideals or fixed standards, and does not assess himself critically as does the moralist.  Additionally, there is no way for the aesthete to engage in cognitive evaluation of himself or of others, for as the Rav writes, "every cognitive act presupposes the dual arrangement of person and object, of knower and something to be known" (WH 43) and as previously stated, the aesthete is so completely egocentric that there is almost nothing in the world, from his view, that exists outside of himself.  In the Rav's words, "his self is raised almost to cosmic proportions" (WH 43).  Since there are effectively no objective features in the aesthete's world, everything is centered on the self which is subjective: "he rejects all objective, fixed, self-repeating experiences and searches for the mutable, the new and the unknown" (WH 45).  He is constantly dissatisfied with his current schedule, feels imprisoned, and searches for freedom from convention and routine.  Such phenomena are the causes of boredom, which is therefore an aesthetic experience.  Based on these essential differences between the cognitive and the ethical on the one hand, and the aesthetic on the other, the Rav concludes that "the theoretician and ethicist in him are at war with the aesthete" (WH 45).
Origins of Sin

The Rav then continues to elucidate some of the consequences of a life dominated by the aesthetic.  If in one’s life, the aesthetic triumphs over the cognitive and the ethical, and therefore, even commendable activities such as learning and charity become aesthetic occupations and thus are only performed for one’s own self gratification, “then sin is born” (WH 46).  In fact, the Rav contends that both Nachmanides and Maimonides interpret original sin as aesthetic endeavor triumphing over cognitive and ethical.  He references Nahmanides on Genesis 2:9 but does not quote the source.  Nachmanides’ commentary there is as follows:
רמב"ן בראשית פרק ב פסוק ט 
והיפה בעיני, כי האדם היה עושה בטבעו מה שראוי לעשות כפי התולדת, כאשר יעשו השמים וכל צבאם, פועלי אמת שפעולתם אמת ולא ישנו את תפקידם, ואין להם במעשיהם אהבה או שנאה. ופרי האילן הזה היה מוליד הרצון והחפץ שיבחרו אוכליו בדבר או בהפכו לטוב או לרע. ולכן נקרא "עץ הדעת טוב ורע", כי "הדעת" יאמר בלשוננו על הרצון, כלשונם (פסחים ו א) לא שנו אלא שדעתו לחזור, ושדעתו לפנותו. ובלשון הכתוב (תהלים קמד ג) מה אדם ותדעהו, תחפוץ ותרצה בו, ידעתיך בשם (שמות לג יב), בחרתיך מכל האדם, וכן מאמר ברזילי האדע בין טוב לרע, שאבד ממנו כח הרעיון, לא היה בוחר בדבר ולא קץ בו, והיה אוכל מבלי שיטעם ושומע מבלי שיתענג בשיר:

והנה בעת הזאת לא היה בין אדם ואשתו המשגל לתאוה, אבל בעת ההולדה יתחברו ויולידו, ולכן היו האיברים כלם בעיניהם כפנים והידים ולא יתבוששו בהם. והנה אחרי אכלו מן העץ היתה בידו הבחירה, וברצונו להרע או להטיב בין לו בין לאחרים, וזו מדה אלהית מצד אחד, ורעה לאדם בהיות לו בה יצר ותאוה:

ואפשר שנתכוון הכתוב לענין הזה כשאמר אשר עשה האלהים את האדם ישר והמה בקשו חשבונות רבים (קהלת ז כט). "היושר" שיאחוז דרך אחת ישרה, "והבקשה בחשבונות רבים" שיבקש לו מעשים משתנים בבחירה ממנו. וכאשר צוהו הקב"ה על העץ שלא יאכל ממנו לא הודיעו כי בו המדה הזאת, רק אמר לו סתם "ומפרי העץ אשר בתוך הגן", כלומר הידוע באמצעותו לא תאכל ממנו, והוא מאמר האשה אל הנחש. והכתוב שאמר ומעץ הדעת טוב ורע לא תאכל ממנו (להלן פסוק יז), הזכירו הכתוב אלינו בשמו:

Translation:  And the proper [explanation] in my eyes [as to what the problem with the ets ha-da’at tov va-ra was] is that [before the sin,] Adam naturally did what it was proper for him to do according to his [place in the] cosmos, as do the heavens and all their hosts, faithful workers whose actions are faithful and they do not alter their allotted tasks, and they do not regard their actions with love or hate.  However, the fruit of this tree (the ets ha-da’at tov va-ra) bore the will and the desire that its eaters could chose some thing or its opposite as being positive or negative.  And this is why the tree is called “the tree of knowledge good and bad,” because “knowledge” in our language denotes will, as in Bavli Pesahim 6a “they did not teach this except in the case when he intends to return…” And in the language of the Scriptures, “what is man that thou takest knowledge of him” (Psalms 144:3)
 [meaning], that you desire and want him, “I know thee by name” (Exodus 33:12) [meaning], I have chosen you from amongst all the other people.  And so too the words of Barzilai: “can I discern between good and evil?” (II Samuel 19:33) [should be understood in this way], that [since he was very old], the power to think creatively had left him, he [no longer] chose a thing or its end, and he would eat without tasting and hear without taking pleasure in the song.
And behold at this time [before the sin] Adam and Eve did not regard sexual relations as a desire, rather, at the allotted time for birthing they would come together and birth, and therefore all of the body parts were, in their eyes, equivalent to the face and the hands and there was no shame in [seeing] them. [However] after they ate from the tree, man possessed choice, and it was within his will[power] to benefit or cause detriment to himself or to others, and while this is a heavenly quality on the one hand, it is detrimental for human beings to have [evil] inclination and desire.
It is possible that the text had this in mind when it said “God has made man upright; but they have sought out many inventions” (Kohelet 7:29).  “Uprightness” means that man should hold onto one straight path and the “search for many inventions” is man seeking out for himself various courses of action of his own choice.
Ramban here understands the ets ha-da’at tov va-ra as the source of free will of action in this world and the capability to judge one’s own and perhaps other’s actions as “good” or “bad,” as well as the desire for various courses of action vs. just the one original course of action that was allotted to each specific being in creation by its nature at its inception.  He explains that before Adam and Eve ate from the tree, they only performed actions necessary and appropriate to their nature, as do the heavenly hosts and other non-human creations, and they did not evaluate their actions and experiences as “good” or “bad.”  After eating from the tree, they were infused with the desire to engage in activities that were not absolutely essential to their being, to evaluate them as positive or negative, and to participate in a various activities according to their desire at a given time.  In this way they could also cause benefit or detriment to others.  While this, on the one hand, is a heavenly quality, in man it is detrimental to possess subjective inclinations and sensuous desires (יצר ותאוה).  The Rav takes this desire for change and qualitative evaluation of one’s experiences as good or bad to refer in the context of his discussion to the aesthetic prevailing over the less selfish, more fixed, cognitive and ethical endeavors.
The Rav also understands the Rambam’s explanation of original sin to refer to the aesthetic vs. cognitive/ethical battle.  He reminds us of Maimonides’ view that before the sin, man was intellectually and morally perfect.  The Rav is comprehensive and clear in his discussion of the Rambam and as this is not our main subject I will not enter into a detailed analysis. Let it suffice to summarize the Rav’s understanding of the Rambam here with the following sentence from his writing: “What caused man’s fall is his giving preference to the sensuous, delightful and pleasing over the true, at both intellectual and ethical levels” (WH 47).  
The Rav ends the chapter “The Human Condition and Prayer” by returning to the issue of boredom, which he concludes is another result of a life where the aesthetic outshines the cognitive and ethical, and is therefore an admission of the meaninglessness of a purely aesthetic existence, since the aesthetic itself, as we have explained, is not teleological, i.e., purposeful—there is no higher ideal to strive for, no goal to be attained.  He ends with the question of whether there can be some sort of redeeming value in the aesthetic experience.  In other words, can beauty be raised to a transcendental, teleological level?  The background of this chapter will allow a fuller understanding of the following chapter which is the focus of this work, “Exaltation of God and Redeeming the Aesthetic.”
B. “Exaltation of God and Redeeming the Aesthetic.”  We may now turn our full attention to the Rav’s attempt to find the virtues in the aesthetic realm and raise the aesthetic to a teleological, transcendental plane, the subjects that make up the content of the chapter titled “Exaltation of God and Redeeming the Aesthetic.”  This section will provide the reader and teacher with a study guide to a) assist him in understanding the concepts the Rav puts forth in the chapter and b) provide him with ideas for teaching the material.  It will include questions for discussion—in italics—as well as full citations and expansions of texts the Rav cites where appropriate.  It will also provide ideas for further activities and projects where they are relevant.
The first stage will be to provide some open-ended questions for discussion as an introduction.  When presenting these questions in a classroom, if the class is large, it may be helpful to split into pairs or small groups to discuss the initial questions for a short time, ask students to chose a representative from the group to sum up the group’s views and then come together to share initial thoughts on the subject.  This primary discussion will provide a background and a basis for some of the issues with which the Rav contends in this chapter.
Questions:

--What is a purpose?

--In your opinion, what is the definition of a legitimate goal or purpose worth striving for?
--What do you feel are your purposes in life?

--Do a word association: When I say the word beauty or beautiful, what five words first come to your mind?

--In your opinion, what is beautiful? 

--How would you define “genuine” or “true” beauty? 

--Do you ever wonder if the things that you consider beautiful would be considered beautiful by others as well? 

--Do you think that beauty or aesthetics has a place within religion? If so, what is its place?

Teleological thinking: what is a legitimate purpose? 

We may now begin our study of the Rav’s treatment of these issues.  Regarding the issue of purpose, the Rav believes that the only legitimate purpose is one which is transcendental, by which he ultimately means God focused.  The Rav expounds upon this idea on pages 51-53.  He writes, “teleological thinking or acting is always…a leap into a different dimension…which is synonymous with the act of self transcendence…The goal…is always beyond the reach of the human being; it transcends endeavor.  The impossibility of attainment is required to render an activity teleological” (WH 52).  Furthermore, the nearer one comes to his destination, the farther it recedes from him.  To illustrate this point, the Rav cites the case of the Biblical Moses.  Moses endured many years of trials and tribulations leading the Israelites out of Egypt and then for forty years in the desert, all with the end goal in mind of entering the land of Israel.  In the end, God decided that Moses should not enter the land, and towards the end of his life, when God allowed him to gaze into the Holy Land from Mount Nevo, the possibility of ever entering the Land must have seemed more impossible to him “than at the time of the Exodus” (WH 52).
Questions: 
--Try to think of the true purpose of your actions in different areas of life (study, work, friendship, recreational activities, creative endeavors, hobbies, religious observance).  Are they teleological in the way that the Rav describes? If not, can you think of ways to elevate your actions to a transcendental plane?
--Why does one need this transcendental factor in his life in order for his actions to be meaningful? 
The Rav maintains that the self-transcendence is necessary because the world is not self sufficient.  He explains that the logical and the ethical realms of experience need transcendental anchors simply in order to exist legitimately: “only the awareness of something else, different and outside of that which is directly converging on us, provides a safe anchor for the skeptical soul who is engaged in self-effacement and is self negated” (WH 53).  
We have defined “purpose” as something which has a need for a transcendental order, and we have stated that the cognitive and the ethical realms fit this criterion.  On the other hand, the aesthetic, as we have explained above does not, at first glance, seem to meet the criterion.  According to the Rav, the aesthetic has no purpose because it does not have an attachment to a transcendental order.  Therefore, in redeeming the aesthetic, the goal is to furnish the aesthetic with an attachment to a transcendental order so that it too will have a purpose. 
Aesthetic as transcendental

One of the questions for discussion above was this: Do you think that beauty or aesthetics has a place within religion? If so, what is its place? Assuming that there is a place in religion for aesthetics, the second part of the question can be asked in a different way: How can we relate beauty to God?  A possible approach towards building such a relationship might be found through asking a further question: What is the origin of beauty?  In fact, this question is the key to realizing that God is the origin and source of everything beautiful, delightful, and pleasant (WH 57).  Someone who is inspired to ask these questions raises the aesthetic to the same level as the cognitive and ethical, i.e., to a level where the aesthete, like the theoretician and ethicist, will critically evaluate his experiences using external anchors.  Such a person will then wish to ensure the value and legitimacy of his aesthetic endeavors and thus will be driven to “seek the origin and the meaning of the beautiful” (WH 54).
In the next section, the Rav affirms that actually, in many ways the aesthetic and religious are not at odds and complement each-other quite nicely: “Religious worship, on the one hand, avails itself of artistic forms, and, on the other hand, art utilizes religious motifs and tries to express fundamentals of faith through aesthetic media”(WH 54).  
Exercise: try to think of examples you are familiar with where religious worship utilizes or is enriched through aesthetics (for example, hiddur mitzvah—a beautiful synagogue or etrog, birkhot ha-re’iyah, birkat ha-ilanot) or examples of art which  express religious motifs (a Chagall painting, works of other artists, painters, sculptors, photographers, or musicians, including yourself, who use religious motifs).  What area of religious worship is most sympathetic to aesthetics? Least?  What aspects of religion do various artists you have thought of work with? Later we will have the opportunity to create our own religiously inspired artwork.
The next question is, then, in what area of religious experience does the aesthetic fit most naturally?  The Rav answers that the two categories which most naturally link the aesthetic to transcendental, religious experience are the exalted and the heroic.  These two categories express both the aesthetic and the religious experience and therefore are the key to raising the aesthetic to a transcendental level.
Ram ve-nissa--God is Exalted

With this knowledge in mind, our next task is to understand what exactly the experience of the exalted in religion is.
  The Rav sees a fundamental difference between apprehending beauty and experiencing the exalted or sublime.  While beauty alone may “[elevate] the mind, [cleanse] the spirit” and momentarily “ennoble the heart” (WH 55), an encounter with the exalted, which reveals itself in beauty, is “a religious emotion” (ibid), for when one meets the sublime, he becomes aware of something awesome and beyond human understanding.  In short, he realizes that there is an aspect of beauty that is beyond his reach and that can only be approached if one actively reaches outwards towards the source of this exaltedness, i.e., engages is self-transcendence and looks to towards infinity.  He will find that the only possible exalted being that exists is God, since God is the only one who is outside finite existence.
The Rav emphasizes that there are several places in Jewish literature where God is depicted as exalted.  He cites Isaiah’s vision of God as an example of God’s exalted, transcendent nature, noticing that paradoxically, even God, whom Isaiah describes as sitting on a “kisse ram ve-nissa,” a throne which is high and lifted up, i.e., exalted, and whom the angels proclaim “kadosh kadosh kadosh H’ tsevaot—Holy, holy, holy is the lord of hosts,” implying that God is lofty and resides in the far off heavens, can be found in our physical world as well: “shulav mele’im et ha-heikha​l—his train filled the temple” and “melo kol ha-arets kevodo—the whole earth is full of his glory” (Isaiah 6:13).  The Rav still expand on this paradox later, in his analysis of praise vs. thanksgiving hymns.  The full text of these passages in Isaiah is as follows:
ישעיהו פרק ו 
(א) בִּשְׁנַת מוֹת הַמֶּלֶךְ עֻזִּיָּהוּ וָאֶרְאֶה אֶת אֲדֹנָי יֹשֵׁב עַל כִּסֵּא רָם וְנִשָּׂא וְשׁוּלָיו מְלֵאִים אֶת הַהֵיכָל:

(ב) שְׂרָפִים עֹמְדִים מִמַּעַל לוֹ שֵׁשׁ כְּנָפַיִם שֵׁשׁ כְּנָפַיִם לְאֶחָד בִּשְׁתַּיִם יְכַסֶּה פָנָיו וּבִשְׁתַּיִם יְכַסֶּה רַגְלָיו וּבִשְׁתַּיִם יְעוֹפֵף:

(ג) וְקָרָא זֶה אֶל זֶה וְאָמַר קָדוֹשׁ קָדוֹשׁ קָדוֹשׁ יְקֹוָק צְבָאוֹת מְלֹא כָל הָאָרֶץ כְּבוֹדוֹ:

We have come to the understanding that the aesthetic realm is redeemed when the aesthete links the aesthetic to the transcendental by acknowledging that God is the origin of all beauty that we are able to experience divine beauty by experiencing the exaltedness of God, which manifests itself in beauty.  The Rav points out that David, traditionally considered the author of Psalms, experienced the exalted in an immediate, sensory, and therefore aesthetic fashion when, overwhelmed by the intricate beauty of nature, he exclaimed “ha-shamayim mesaprim kevod E-​l—the heavens tell the glory of God” (Psalms 19:2).  David’s joyful excitement in Psalm 104, Borkhi Nafshi, reflects a similar experience.  The Rav will analyze this psalm in depth at the end of the chapter.
טעמו וראו—Taste and See (pp. 58-62)
In fact, the Rav maintains, Judaism is unique in that it “ventured…to meet God directly…by employing sensuous media to apprehend him” (WH 58).  Not only is it possible to elevate the aesthetic to a religious stature, Judaism actually encourages and may even require us to employ sensuous media in order to lead a meaningful, rich Jewish life.  
God of Abraham vs. God of Aristotle—analysis of Kuzari
The Rav claims that the Spanish Jewish philosopher and poet Yehudah Halevi (1070-1141) recognized this phenomenon in his analysis of the difference between the God of Abraham and the God of Aristotle.  Yehudah Halevi composed the Kuzari, or, more precisely, “Book of Responses to Allegations against the Downtrodden Faith,” a philosophical treatise written as a dialogue in the form of a conversation between the King of the Khazars and a Rabbi. When first asked to explain the basis of his faith, the Rabbi does not supply philosophical proofs for the existence of God, but rather attests to God’s existence through personal experience, by referring to the “God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob” and recounting the revealed miracles that God performed for the Israelites such as the Exodus from Egypt.  The relevant Hebrew text is as follows:

ספר הכוזרי מאמר א 
י. אמר הכוזרי: אני רואה שצריך אני לשאול ליהודים, מפני שהם שארית בני ישראל, מפני שאני רואה שהם הטענה כי יש לבורא תורה בארץ. אחר כן קרא חכם מחכמי היהודים ושאל אותו על אמונתו. 

יא. אמר לו החבר: אנחנו מאמינים באלהי אברהם יצחק ויעקב המוציא את בני ישראל ממצרים באותות ובמופתים ובמסות, והמכלכלם במדבר, והמנחילם את ארץ כנען, אחר אשר העבירם את הים והירדן במופתים גדולים, ושלח משה בתורתו, ואחר כך כמה אלפי נביאים אחריו מזהירים על תורתו, מיעדים בגמול הטוב לשומרה, ועונש הקשה לממרה אותה. ואנחנו מאמינים בכל מה שכתוב בתורה, והדברים ארוכים. 

יב. אמר הכוזרי: מסכים הייתי שלא אשאל יהודי מפני שידעתי אבוד זכרם וחסרון עצתם, כי השפלות והדלות לא עזבו להם מדה טובה. והלא היה לך לומר היהודי, כי אתה מאמין בבורא העולם, ומסדרו ומנהיגו, ובמי שבראך והטריפך והדומה לספורים האלה, אשר הם טענת כל מי שיש לו דת, ובעבורה הוא רודף האמת, להדמות לבורא בצדקו ובחכמתו: 

יג. אמר החבר: זה שאתה אומר היא הדת ההקשית המנהגית, מביא אליה העיון, ונכנסים בה ספקות רבות. ואם תשאל הפילוסופים עליה אינך מוצא אותם מסכימים על מעשה אחד ולא על דעת אחת, מפני שהם טענות, יש מהם מה שהם יכולים להעמיד עליהם מופת, ומהם מה שיספיקו בם, ומהם מה שלא יספיקו בם, כל שכן שיעמידו בם מופת. 

יד. אמר הכוזרי: רואה אני דבריך היהודי טוב מפתיחתו, ואני רוצה עתה שאוסיף לדבר עמך. 

טו. אמר החבר: אבל פתיחת דברי היא המופת, ועוד כי היא הראיה אין צריך עמה לא ראיה ולא מופת. 

טז. אמר הכוזרי: ואיך הוא זה. 

יז. אמר החבר: תן לי רשות להקדים לך הקדמות, כי אני רואה דברי כבדים עליך ונקלים בעיניך: 

יח. אמר הכוזרי: הקדם הקדמותיך ואשמעם. 

יט. אמר החבר: אילו היו אומרים לך כי מלך הודו איש חסד ראוי לרוממו ולתת כבוד לשמו ולספר מעשיו במה שיגיע אליך מצדק אנשי ארצו ומדותם הטובות, ושמשאם ומתנם באמונה, ההיית חיב בזה. 

כ. אמר הכוזרי: ואיך הייתי חייב בו, ואני מסופק אם צדק אנשי הודו מעצמם ואין להם מלך, או צדקתם מחמת מלכם, או אם משני הפנים יחד. 

כא. אמר החבר: ואם היו באים אליך שלוחיו בתשורות הודיות, אינך מסתפק שאינם נמצאים אלא בארץ הודו בארמנות המלכים, בכתב מפורסם שהוא מאתו, ועמו רפואות שהן רופאות אותך מחליך, ושומרות עליך בריאותך, וסמי המות לשונאיך והנלחמים בך, שאתה יוצא להם בהם וממית אותם מבלי כלי מלחמה, ההיית חייב להיות סר אל משמעתו ואל עבודתו. 

כב. אמר הכוזרי: כן הוא, והיה הספק הראשון סר ממני אם יש לאנשי הודו מלך אם לא, והייתי אז מאמין שמלכותו ודברו נוגעים אלי. 

כג. אמר החבר: ואם ישאלך השואל עליו במה תתאר אותו. 

כד. אמר הכוזרי: בתארים אשר התבררו אצלי, לעין ואחבר אליהם אשר היו ספק אצלי והתבררו באלה האחרונים. 

כה. אמר החבר על הדרך הזה השיבותיך כאשר שאלתני. וכן פתח משה לדבר עם פרעה כשאמר לו אלהי העברים שלחני אליך, ר"ל אלהי אברהם יצחק ויעקב מפני שהיה אברהם מפורסם אצל האומות, וכי התחבר אליהם דבר האלהים והנהיג אותם ועשה להם נפלאות, ולא אמר אלהי השמים והארץ שלחני אליך, ולא בוראי ובוראך. וכן פתח אלהים דבריו אל המון ישראל: "אנכי ה' אלהיך אשר הוצאתיך מארץ מצרים", ולא אמר: "אני בורא העולם ובוראכם": וכן פתחתי לך מלך הכוזר כאשר שאלתני על אמונתי, השיבותיך מה שאני חייב בו וחייבין בו כל קהל ישראל, אשר התברר אצלם המעמד ההוא בראות עיניהם, ואחר כן הקבלה הנמשכת שהיא כמראה העין: 

An English translation of this excerpt and the whole first part of the Kuzari can be easily accessed online at http://www.shechem.org/torah/kuzari/.


Exercise: Textual Analysis: How does the Rabbi in this excerpt describe God? What is his idea of the best proof of God? Why does he believe that this is the best way to prove God’s existence? See the philosopher’s proof of God in Kuzari in Section I, dialogue with the Philosopher.  Compare the elements of the philosopher’s description of God with those of the Rabbi. Why is the King unhappy with the Philosopher’s words? For further reading regarding the difference between the Jew’s and the Philosopher’s view of God, see Kuzari IV: 13ff.  Why does Rav Soloveitchik feel that this is an appropriate text to use in order to emphasize the connection between the religious and the aesthetic in Judaism?

In this section the Rabbi explains to the King that the best proof of God is one’s own sensory apprehension of Him, which is necessarily more compelling than any philosopher’s analytic, theoretical proof, which would comprise, according the Rabbi, a “religion based on speculation and system, the research of thought, but open to many doubts” (Kuzari I:13, translation from the internet source cited above) and therefore logically refutable.  The Rav attributes the philosopher’s religion to Aristotle
, and posits that in this section Halevi, through the mouth of the Rabbi, means to emphasize the difference between the God of Israel, whom the Rav terms here “God of Abraham” and the God of the philosophers, whom the Rav terms here “God of Aristotle.” Through the Rabbi’s description of God it is apparent that the “God of Abraham” is a God who is directly perceived and whose presence can be immediately felt.  This understanding of God is congruent with the Rav’s perception of what it means to encounter God through aesthetic, sensuous media.  
On the other hand, the “God of Aristotle” is merely an abstraction, a metaphysical idea that has no grounding in the reality of this physical world.  An idea of God that is solely based on philosophical speculation can be refuted as easily as it can be created and contains no basis for actual physical experience of God.

Rethinking the Aesthetic vs. the Cognitive/Ethical

At this point the Rav once again sets up a comparison between the logical and the ethical on the one hand, and the aesthetic on the other, however, this time, his aim is to praise the aesthetic as superior to the cognitive and ethical, for actually, it is only through the aesthetic, when linked with the exalted, that one can venture to meet God directly!  The unique character of Judaism which allows us to feel God as an immediate reality is only a possibility when one experiences God through aesthetic, sensuous media, as opposed to the cognitive and ethical realms, in which there is no direct apprehension of God.  Psalms 34:9 expresses this sensuous encounter quite directly: “ טַעֲמוּ וּרְאוּ כִּי טוֹב יְקֹוָק אַשְׁרֵי הַגֶּבֶר יֶחֱסֶה בּוֹ—Oh taste and see that the Lord is good, blessed is the man who trusts in him.”  In contrast, the theorist and moralist arrive at God by deduction, and the encounter is quiet, calm, and sedate, as opposed to emotionally charged.  
The Rav’s analysis of various experiential modes culminate at this point in an exciting climax when the reader reveals that the aesthetic, which at first was considered so base as to even possibly be the root of sin, is actually the most powerful tool humans can use in order to connect to God.  Furthermore, the cognitive and the ethical, whose merits the Rav initially extolled at length, are actually far inferior when considering the religious endeavor of encountering God.
Support from the Bible 

As support for the idea of direct apprehension of God, the Rav brings several verses from the Bible that express aesthetic, immediate awareness of God and its link with His exalted stature.  Several of these verses mention the kavod, which the Rav translates as “the glory of God,” and affirms that “direct revelation of the creator has always been explained by Judaism as a result of the kevod E-lohim” (WH 59).  Examples of verses which mention the kavod and indicate God’s presence filling the physical world are as follows:
שמות פרק מ 
(לד) וַיְכַס הֶעָנָן אֶת אֹהֶל מוֹעֵד וּכְבוֹד יְקֹוָק מָלֵא אֶת הַמִּשְׁכָּן:

ישעיהו פרק ו 
(ג) וְקָרָא זֶה אֶל זֶה וְאָמַר קָדוֹשׁ קָדוֹשׁ קָדוֹשׁ יְקֹוָק צְבָאוֹת מְלֹא כָל הָאָרֶץ כְּבוֹדוֹ:

תהלים פרק עב 
(יט) וּבָרוּךְ שֵׁם כְּבוֹדוֹ לְעוֹלָם וְיִמָּלֵא כְבוֹדוֹ אֶת כֹּל הָאָרֶץ אָמֵן וְאָמֵן:

According to the Rav, the kavod represents the majestic element of God, which both fascinates and frightens man, and conveys the idea that absolute beauty originates and rests in God.  Why is the world beautiful? Because it was created in the image of God Himself, who possesses ultimate and complete beauty.  
The following verses express the idea that man experiences God through aesthetic enthusiasm and reveals God’s majesty through the beauty of creation:
תהלים פרק קד 
(א) בָּרֲכִי נַפְשִׁי אֶת יְקֹוָק יְקֹוָק אֱלֹהַי גָּדַלְתָּ מְּאֹד הוֹד וְהָדָר לָבָשְׁתָּ:

תהלים פרק קד 
(כד) מָה רַבּוּ מַעֲשֶׂיךָ יְקֹוָק כֻּלָּם בְּחָכְמָה עָשִׂיתָ מָלְאָה הָאָרֶץ קִנְיָנֶךָ:

תהלים פרק ח 
(ד) כִּי אֶרְאֶה שָׁמֶיךָ מַעֲשֵׂי אֶצְבְּעֹתֶיךָ יָרֵחַ וְכוֹכָבִים אֲשֶׁר כּוֹנָנְתָּה:

(ה) מָה אֱנוֹשׁ כִּי תִזְכְּרֶנּוּ וּבֶן אָדָם כִּי תִפְקְדֶנּוּ:

(ו) וַתְּחַסְּרֵהוּ מְּעַט מֵאֱלֹהִים וְכָבוֹד וְהָדָר תְּעַטְּרֵהוּ:

Thus the Rav has shown that beauty is, indeed, transcendental, and in fact, beauty itself is a direct reflection of eternal glory and majesty.  Therefore, beauty has been redeemed, at least textually, and the next task is to redeem the aesthetic in our personal lives by realizing that “religious passion, ecstatic love and Divine intoxication stem from the aesthetic awareness” (WH 61).
Exercise: In order to help us internalize what the Rav has taught us about the connection of the aesthetic and the religious, try to answer the following question: What aspects of Jewish observance cause us to actively relate the aesthetic and the religious? Examples: Birkhot ha-nehenin, Birkhot ha-re’iyah, the laws of Niddah, Kiddush Levanah, 4 Minim on Sukkot.
Sexual Symbolism in Judaism


The Rav points out that in general, Judaism uses a wide array of sexual symbolism to describe the relationship between man and God. The most obvious example of this symbolism is the book of Shir ha-Shirim, the classic love story interpreted as a metaphor for the love between God and Israel.  There are also Jewish thinkers who encouraged arousing in oneself feelings of physical love as an inspiration to reach love of God.
  
Maimonides: Pure intellectualist?
In his philosophical treatise, Moreh Nevukhim—Guide of the Perplexed, the Rambam (Maimonides) claims that the only way to reach absolute truth and, as it were, to witness God is through philosophical and scientific reasoning.  He vehemently opposes all attempts to attribute any physical attributes to God and reads all encounters with God in the Bible figuratively.  He prizes knowledge above all other experiences, for he believes that only through knowledge can one come close to God.  In I:54 the Rambam states that God’s “favor and wrath, His nearness and remoteness, correspond to the extent of a man’s knowledge or ignorance” (Guide I:54, p. 124 in Pines edition).  However, the Rav claims that even Maimonides couldn’t completely ignore the need for an aesthetic approach to God in certain places.  Perhaps Maimonides was more sympathetic to this approach in his seminal halakhic work, the Mishneh Torah, seeing as its focus is practical action and not philosophy.  The Rav cites Hilkhot Yesodei ha-Torah 2:2, where he believes that though the Rambam is advocating scientific contemplation and speaks of “knowing” God as opposed to “encountering” Him, the phrases he uses to describe the encounter with God are taken from the aesthetic experience.  The passage is as follows:
רמב"ם הלכות יסודי התורה פרק ב 
הלכה ב
והיאך היא הדרך לאהבתו ויראתו, בשעה שיתבונן האדם במעשיו וברואיו הנפלאים הגדולים ויראה מהן חכמתו שאין לה ערך ולא קץ מיד הוא אוהב ומשבח ומפאר ומתאוה תאוה גדולה לידע השם הגדול, כמו שאמר דוד צמאה נפשי לאלהים לאל חי, וכשמחשב בדברים האלו עצמן מיד הוא נרתע לאחוריו ויפחד ויודע שהוא בריה קטנה שפלה אפלה עומדת בדעת קלה מעוטה לפני תמים דעות, כמו שאמר דוד כי אראה שמיך מעשה אצבעותיך מה אנוש כי תזכרנו, ולפי הדברים האלו אני מבאר כללים גדולים ממעשה רבון העולמים כדי שיהיו פתח למבין לאהוב את השם, כמו שאמרו חכמים בענין אהבה שמתוך כך אתה מכיר את מי שאמר והיה העולם. 

Both the verse “צמאה נפשי” as well as “כי אראה שמיך מעשה אצבעותיך” express very physical, direct apprehensions of God and His majestic universe.  So too, the Rav maintains that the Rambam’s description of man’s love of God in Hilkhot Teshuvah 10:3 reflects sensuous, aesthetic apprehension of God as opposed to philosophical knowledge of him:
רמב"ם הלכות תשובה פרק י 
הלכה ג
וכיצד היא האהבה הראויה הוא שיאהב את ה' אהבה גדולה יתירה עזה מאוד עד שתהא נפשו קשורה באהבת ה' ונמצא שוגה בה תמיד כאלו חולה חולי האהבה שאין דעתו פנויה מאהבת אותה אשה והוא שוגה בה תמיד בין בשבתו בין בקומו בין בשעה שהוא אוכל ושותה, יתר מזה תהיה אהבת ה' בלב אוהביו שוגים בה תמיד כמו שצונו בכל לבבך ובכל נפשך, והוא ששלמה אמר דרך משל כי חולת אהבה אני, וכל שיר השירים משל הוא לענין זה. 

Such a delirious, love-sick state, the Rav believes, could not possibly be reached through scientific or philosophical contemplation, and therefore must be the result of a direct encounter of the aesthetic variety.  The Rav does not actually claim that Maimonides himself would agree with his evaluation but firmly maintains his stance that only the senses could inspire someone to the level of such an ecstatic, intoxicated love.
Heart and Soul
The following commandment in Deuteronomy instructs us to love God with our whole heart, soul, and being:

דברים פרק ו 
(ה) וְאָהַבְתָּ אֵת יְקֹוָק אֱלֹהֶיךָ בְּכָל לְבָבְךָ וּבְכָל נַפְשְׁךָ וּבְכָל מְאֹדֶךָ:

According to the Rav, if one is to achieve love of God in this way, that is, in an intense, overwhelming, fully enveloping way, the God he envisions must be “enveloped in beauty (WH 62).  When man is able to elevate beauty in order to see it as a reflection of כבוד ה', divine majestic glory, then he will be able to participate in God’s majesty and this achievement, in return, bestows high dignity upon him.
Prayer and Religious Immediacy (pp. 62-63)—the Communal Relationship

The Rav now turns to discuss prayer directly, within the context that he has created of aesthetics as necessary for deep religious experience.
Questions: What is a communal relationship according to the Rav? What obligations fall on each side involved in such a relationship? Why is such a relationship necessary for prayer? Why is aesthetic apprehension of God necessary for this kind of relationship?
Describe the various means of religious sensuousness that the Rav presents.  Why is it important to have more than one way of experiencing God sensually? Which, if any, of the Rav’s portrayals of this phenomenon do you feel most comfortable with in your own religious life?

Earlier in his work, the Rav spoke of prayer as a dialogue with God, a two way communication.  In the first chapter of the book, “Prayer and the Media of Religious Experience,” the Rav explains (pp. 10-11) that prayer and prophecy are both forms of dialogue between man and God, with the difference between them being that in prophecy, God is the main speaker and man is largely satisfied being the listener, while in prayer those roles are reversed.  Since we live in a time where prophecy has ceased, prayer is now the central way to approach God through dialogue.

With this background in mind, we understand the importance of prayer and can recognize even more clearly the absolute need for aesthetics in religious experience, for the Rav claims that prayer must be based upon aesthesis.  The communal relationship between man and God that can be reached through prayer only works, the Rav maintains, if both sides experience the other as real, immediately felt presences, in a direct, sensuous fashion.  In order for prayer to be meaningful, we must experience this sort of closeness with God; we must employ our aesthetic senses to feel God directly as a living, father-like God, with infinite love and mercy and concern for our human affairs.  The Rav openly contends with Maimonides’ opposition to portraying God using sensuous media, though he acknowledges that there are different ways to experience God sensuously; religious sensuousness can be manifested through experiential immediacy and does not have to involve visual portrayal of the transcendental order.

Hymn and Adoration (p. 64)
Questions: What is hymnal praise? What makes hymn an aesthetic type of praise? Is hymnal praise also possible in the cognitive and ethical realms? Why/why not?

Regarding the place of hymnal praise in Jewish liturgy, the Rav believes that such praise is the prologue of prayer since hymn, as an expression of a religious state of mind, signifies a “rise of religious emotion” (WH 64).  This soul stirring arousing of religious temperament leads man to feel enraptured and inspired to adore God and sing hymn to him.  Hymn is aesthetic by nature since it is an expression of an intoxicated, impassioned mind and heart and not one of philosophical abstraction.  Furthermore, hymn is man’s way of expressing his adoration of beauty.  The Rav claims that the singing of hymns is the civilized way to outwardly express wildly emotional religious sentiments.  Since the logical and ethical realms are by nature more sedate and not inclined to produce passionate, enraptured feelings, they cannot be a source of hymnal praise. 
Praise and Thanksgiving (pp. 64-68)

Questions: What are Birkhot ha-shevah? Give examples of berakhot you are familiar with.  What is the purpose of birkhot ha-shevah according to the Rav in this section? Why do we need them? How does shira help us control our religious emotion?  How does the Rav differentiate between Praise and Thanksgiving? Though they are both aesthetic performances, what does each one express? How do we experience God through praise? Through thanksgiving?

Birkhot ha-shevah
Though the Rav stated, in the previous section, that hymn is the medium through which we can externally express passionate religious emotion in a civilized fashion, in this section he presents a tool to help us further control our religious fervor.   This tool comes in the form of Birkhot Ha-shevah, blessings from Jewish liturgy pronounced when one experiences certain aesthetic phenomena.  Reciting the blessings redeem these apprehensions from “crudity and finite transience” (WH 65), i.e., from something impermanent and limited to the physical world—one of the aesthetic qualities which the Rav had initially criticized, to something eternal and transcendental.  In this process the aesthete realizes that his longing for beauty is actually an eternal yearning for the source of eternal beauty, grace, and good—the one who is “both the root and the end of all aspirations and deeds” (WH 65).  Therefore, we have seen that birkhot ha-shevah are a tool which help us focus our experiences of beauty in creation on the creator. 
Shira

In the section on Hymn and Adoration, the Rav spoke of the emotional need to externalize rapturous religious feelings.  Therefore shira, the halakhic term for the external expression of aesthetic experience, serves as an outlet to appropriately express these feelings in an outward fashion.  The motto of shira, the Rav proclaims, is “zeh E-li ve-anvehu—this is my God and I will adore him.” It expresses the following process which takes place in the religious aesthete: Beauty is something that humans naturally long for, and God possesses and is the source of all beauty.  Therefore, we praise and adore Him. 
Praise vs. Thanksgiving

In this section the Rav sets forth his understanding of the basic differences between praise and thanksgiving.  Praise, according to the Rav, expresses God’s glory, might, and majesty.  We sing praises to Him in adoration of these characteristics.  The extolling hymn often expresses what the German theologian Rudolph Otto called “the numinous.”
  The Rav basically understands the numinous here, for our purposes, as the great, unknown, mysterious void beyond the boundaries of everyday, definable, this-worldliness.  We experience the beauty of God, the Rav says, as holiness.  Thus, in the climactic hymn of kedushah we exclaim, “kadosh, kadosh, kadosh” (Isaiah 6:3), the words that Isaiah witnessed the angels surrounding God exclaim.  Since we experience God’s beauty as holiness, a paradox of experience is born—on the one hand, God is close, felt in the beauty of nature all around us; He is lovely, He is the essence of creation, and is the origin and master of Life. These characteristics cause man to long for God and to want to be near Him.  On the other hand, He is far, when we think of the holy as something not readily accessible; he is awe inspiring, He is beyond creation, and is the origin and master of Death.  These characteristics cause man to want to flee Him.  The Rav believes that “the greatest vision of beauty occurs” (WH 66) when man ventures to meet the holy and experience all of the paradoxical elements of the relationship.

In contrast, the thanksgiving service, which is also aesthetic, is different from the praise/hymn in that here, God is seen primarily “as good, as helping, giving and loving, as charitable and full of grace and mercy” (WH 66).  The vision of God as kind and good leads us to feel gratitude and to want to thank Him.  Therefore, in the thanksgiving hymn we sing of god’s kindness—His hesed.  The thanksgiving hymn also is a place where God’s good—i.e. moral law—becomes aesthetic, since in it we express the good as beautiful.  The Rav expresses this process in the following statement: “God is good and therefore beautiful” (WH 66-7).  This beauty emerges in our experience as Love of God.


Experiencing God as good and therefore beautiful means encountering God as a close friend, rather than as the mysterious, awe inspiring numinous.  Here, God’s infinite good is not frightening but rather inviting, it beckons us to want to come close and imitate His ways.  The Rav continues to elucidate this experience and says that while beauty and majesty alone cause us to tremble and be frightened, as expressed in Psalms 2:11: “עבדו את ה' בשמחה וגילו ברעדה—Serve God in fear, rejoice in trembling,” when these elements are combined with the idea of seeing the good as beautiful, we are stirred to want to come close to and contact God, “to share in his charitable works…[and to follow] his laws and guidance” (WH 67).  The good and the beauty connected with it calms our emotions and appears to us as “something close and intimately related to us” (WH 68), and therefore as something we want to acquire and possess. 
The Structure of Hymns: Analysis of Psalms 103&104 (pp. 68-72)

In this closing section of the chapter, the Rav is able to apply many of the ideas he has discussed and theories he has proposed regarding aesthetics, prayer, praise and thanksgiving through his analysis of the structure of hymns in general and, specifically, the two consecutive psalms 103 and 104.  These two psalms are perfect examples of the Rav’s understanding of extolling hymns on the one hand and thanksgiving hymns on the other, since the first one has many of the elements of the thanksgiving psalm the way the Rav describes it and the second is characteristic of the Rav’s understanding of the praising psalm.

First, the Rav enumerates the motifs of the typical hymnal song, which include, in short, the following three elements: 
1.  The typical hymnal song expresses that God is the creator and master of the world.

2.  Furthermore, when man encounters the awesome nature, he is aware of his ultimate metaphysical worthlessness, however, he still tries to connect with his creator.
3.  Finally, God, the creator, is not only omnipotent (all powerful), omniscient (all knowing), great and magnificent, but also unknown and unknowable.

The Rav then enters into a detailed analysis of psalm 103, the thanksgiving psalm, and 104, the song of praise.  His beautiful literary analysis is rich in sensuous descriptions and visual and musical imagery.  Through his words he draws vivid images that one might then picture when rereading the psalms in light of his analysis, which I will summarize in the following paragraphs.  

In psalm 103, GOD is presented as a kind healer, benevolent forgiver, the God of mercy, with endless patience and grace.  In terms of the literary composition and the feelings one experiences when reading the psalm, the rhythmic flow of the phrases in the hymn give the reader a sense of familiarity and intimacy.  The psalm’s character is calm, descriptive, and the praise is restrained.  The tones are muted, and the metaphors simple.  In the first eighteen verses, there is no mention of the frightening, overwhelming numinous.  Though man realizes that he is a transient being and is lonely, he finds “peace and happiness in God…since He is his loving father and caretaker” (WH 69).  

In contrast, the following psalm, 104, presents GOD as magnificent and glorious.  Regarding literary composition and the feelings the psalm inspires, in this psalm, the tones are powerful.  It is an enraptured, triumphant, ecstatic hymn, which appropriately expresses the experience of the majesty of God.  This is accomplished literarily through the rise, fall, and frequency of emotions, and the thrilling passages which subside eventually into descriptive narration which then, in turn, once again rise into the outcry of an agitated soul: “מה רבו מעשיך ה' מאד עמקו מחשבותיך—How great are your creatures O God, you have made them all with wisdom” (104:24).  God is envisioned as an austere and stern presence before whom man is dust and ashes and abhorrent to himself.

The Rav’s description of these psalms, as stated above, is extremely sensuously descriptive; when I read his words I envisioned pictorial images based on his descriptions.  The Rav further analyzes the paradox of these two opposing experiences of God which are expressed in psalms 103 and 104.  He concludes that this paradox, the experience of the numinous on the one hand and of God as a close friend and father on the other, is “very characteristic of our religious consciousness” (WH 71).  While we have seen that God is ultimately beautiful, at the same time, man could not survive so much as a small glance at Gods face: “ופני לא יראו—and My face shall not be seen” (Exodus 9:3).  The Rav strongly believes that without both aspects, a religion would be one-sided.  For a full religious experience, man must feel both of these contradictory elements.
Exercise and project: Go through these two psalms on your own, and carefully read the Rav’s analysis of them.  Then, return to the psalms and find as many descriptions as you can that match the Rav’s description of the flow of the psalms.  Do you agree wit the Rav’s analysis?  In other words, does reading the psalms and noting the tones and descriptions instill in you the same feelings which the Rav describes?  To help you figure this out and to experience the psalm on your own, create your own artistic analysis of the psalm.  Suggestions: paint or draw a picture, imagine a structure you might build, compose a piece of music, or choose from existing music with which you are familiar, based on your feelings after reading each psalm.  These activities can also be used for other psalms or other prayers elsewhere in Jewish liturgy.
IV. Conclusion


The aim of this project has been to provide teachers with a guide to studying and teaching some aspects of prayer, particularly those that the Rav discusses in the chapter “Exaltation of God and Redeeming the Aesthetic” in his work Worship of the Heart.  I hope that students and teachers alike will benefit from this project; that it will help them understand how to integrate aesthetics into religious experience and recognize its importance in prayer.  Through joint student-teacher participation in the active discussions inspired by questions on the topic and engagement in creative projects presented in this work, I hope that students will become more active participants in the prayer experience and that learning and teaching this material will help improve Tefillah amongst High School students.
As a closing exercise, I would suggest a discussion based on the following questions, which stress the personal relevance of this material and cause students to rethink questions asked at the beginning of the study in light of their newfound knowledge of the Rav’s ideas:

Is the physical holy? Can it be? What aesthetic experiences can you think of in your life? Do you relate them to God? Can you? How? Has this study helped you be able to link the aesthetic and religious in your life where you might not have done so before? How?
V.  Suggestions for further reading:
The following works by the Rav will enhance and deepen the reader’s knowledge regarding some of the issues the Rav discusses here, such as, schisms in and conflicting components of the human personality, the redemption of physical aspects in human life, prayer, and the community of man and God.
--The Lonely Man of Faith. New York: Doubleday, 1992.
--“Majesty and Humility,” Tradition 17:2 (Spring 1978), pp. 25-37
--“Catharsis,” Tradition 17:2 (Spring 1978), pp. 38-54.
--“Redemption, Prayer, and Talmud Torah,” Tradition 17:2 (Spring 1978), pp. 55-72.

--Family Redeemed: Essays on Family Relationships. Ed. David Shatz and Joel B. Wolowelsky.  New York: Meotzar Horav, 2000.
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Otto was one of the most influential thinkers about religion in the first half of the twentieth century.  He is best known for his analysis of the experience that, in his view, underlies all religion.  He calls this experience the “numinous,” and says it has three components.  These are often designated with a Latin phrase: mysterium tremendum et fascinans.  As mysterium, the numinous is “wholly other”—entirely different from anything we experience in ordinary life.  It evokes a reaction of silence.  But the numinous is also a mysterium tremendum.  It provokes terror because it presents itself as overwhelming power.  Finally, the numinous presents itself as fascinans, as merciful and gracious.
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